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			Dedication

			
		
    To the fearless youth of South Asia

Who dared to dream of a better tomorrow

To Abu Sayed, the 25-year-old student from Begum Rokeya University, who stood with arms outstretched before police in Rangpur, Bangladesh, on July 16, 2024, becoming an enduring symbol of peaceful resistance.

To Sinthia Mehrin Sokal, who carried on despite the wounds inflicted during the July Revolution, embodying the resilience of Bangladesh's students.

To the unnamed protesters of Nepal's Gen Z uprising who defied social media bans and corruption, paying the ultimate price for their vision of a transparent democracy.

To the PTI youth of Pakistan who continued their struggle for electoral justice despite arrests and intimidation.

To the participants of Sri Lanka's Aragalaya who showed the world that ordinary citizens can topple authoritarian governments through unity and determination.

To the 1,400+ souls lost in Bangladesh's July Revolution, the 19 young lives cut short in Nepal's protests, and countless others across the region who sacrificed for the cause of democracy.

To the parents who supported their children's fight for justice, the teachers who stood with their students, and the diaspora communities who amplified voices from afar.

To the digital natives who turned social media into weapons of truth, the artists who transformed grief into revolutionary art, and the journalists who documented history as it unfolded.

This book is dedicated to all who believe that another South Asia is possible—one where youth voices matter, where corruption has no place, and where democracy serves the people, not the powerful.

"The revolution is not only in the streets; it is in the hearts and minds of every young person who refuses to accept the status quo."

May their struggles inspire generations to come.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In the streets of Dhaka, Kathmandu, Islamabad, and Colombo, I witnessed something remarkable—not just the fall of governments, but the rise of a generation that refuses to inherit the failures of the past. These young people did not merely protest; they rewrote the very grammar of political possibility in South Asia. With smartphones as their weapons and social media as their battleground, they proved that in an age of digital democracy, the most powerful force is not the barrel of a gun, but the collective conscience of youth who dare to dream of a better tomorrow."

"What struck me most profoundly during my research was not the scale of their mobilization, but the depth of their conviction. When a 25-year-old student stands before armed police with outstretched arms, when teenagers risk their lives for transparent governance, when young women lead charges against corruption despite facing violence—these are not mere acts of rebellion. They are declarations of ownership over their democratic future. This generation has taught us that democracy is not a gift from political elites; it is a birthright that must be claimed, defended, and constantly renewed."

"The youth of South Asia have reminded us that true revolution begins not with the overthrow of governments, but with the transformation of consciousness. They have shown that in a region too long defined by ethnic divisions, religious tensions, and political dynasties, the most radical act is to imagine—and fight for—a society based on merit, justice, and hope. Their struggle is far from over, but their awakening has already changed everything."

Dr Naim Tahir Baig, September 2025

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface


[image: ]






Author's Note

This book emerges from an urgent need to document and analyze one of the most significant political phenomena of our time: the extraordinary surge of youth-led activism that swept across South Asia between 2024 and 2025. From the blood-soaked streets of Dhaka in July 2024, where Generation Z protesters brought down a fifteen-year authoritarian regime, to the parliament buildings set ablaze in Kathmandu in September 2025, young South Asians have fundamentally altered the political landscape of their region. This work seeks to capture not merely the chronology of these events, but their deeper significance as harbingers of a new democratic consciousness among the world's largest youth demographic.

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) region—comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka—is home to over 700 million people under the age of 24. This demographic reality, combined with the economic disruptions of the post-COVID era, persistent corruption, and increasingly authoritarian governance structures, created a powder keg that exploded spectacularly beginning with Bangladesh's July Revolution in 2024. What followed was a cascading series of youth-led uprisings that drew inspiration from each other while addressing country-specific grievances: Pakistan's sustained Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) mobilizations throughout 2024-2025, Nepal's deadly "Gen Z" protests against corruption and social media bans in 2025, and the ongoing reverberations of Sri Lanka's 2022 Aragalaya movement.

The methodology employed in this study combines traditional scholarly approaches with real-time documentation techniques necessitated by the rapidly evolving nature of these movements. Extensive archival research drew from reports by human rights organizations including Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, academic analyses published in peer-reviewed journals, and comprehensive media coverage from outlets such as Al Jazeera, BBC News, The New York Times, and regional publications. Primary source materials include government documents, protest manifestos, social media communications from movement leaders, and official statements from interim governments. Where possible, interviews were conducted with participants, though the ongoing nature of some movements and security concerns limited access in certain contexts.

The digital dimension of these movements demanded particular attention to online sources, including social media archives, livestreamed protests, and viral content that shaped movement narratives. Verification protocols were rigorously applied, cross-referencing multiple sources and relying on established fact-checking methodologies to ensure accuracy amid the information chaos that often accompanies rapid political change.

Three central themes emerge from this analysis that distinguish these movements from previous waves of South Asian activism. First is the unprecedented role of digital mobilization, where platforms like TikTok, Facebook, and WhatsApp became not merely tools of communication but primary spaces of political organization. The agility with which protesters circumvented internet shutdowns through VPNs and alternative platforms demonstrated a technological literacy that caught governments off guard. Second is the explicit rejection of traditional political leadership and party structures in favor of "leaderless" movements that prioritized horizontal organization over hierarchical command structures. This anti-political stance, while enabling rapid mobilization, also created vulnerabilities that became apparent in post-uprising governance challenges. Third is the transnational character of inspiration and solidarity, with Bangladesh's success explicitly influencing Nepal's protesters and Pakistani youth drawing tactical lessons from across the region.

The economic foundations underlying these movements cannot be understated. Youth unemployment rates across the region—reaching 20.8% for those aged 15-24 in Nepal as of 2024—combined with rising inequality and limited opportunities for social mobility. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these conditions while simultaneously demonstrating governmental incompetence and corruption, particularly visible in vaccination procurement scandals and inadequate economic relief measures. When young people watched politicians' children flaunt luxury lifestyles on social media while their own families struggled with basic necessities, the disconnect became unbearable.

This work focuses primarily on four countries where youth movements achieved the greatest political impact: Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Brief attention is paid to quieter but significant activism in India, the Maldives, and Bhutan, while Afghanistan's situation under Taliban rule presents unique constraints that limit comparable youth political expression. The analysis extends through September 10, 2025, capturing the immediate aftermath of Nepal Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli's resignation and the ongoing uncertainties surrounding democratic transitions across the region.

The title "Youth Awakening in South Asia 2024-2025" reflects both the demographic reality of these movements and their transformative potential. Unlike previous generational upheavals that were often co-opted by existing political forces, these movements represent a fundamental questioning of post-independence political settlements and governance structures. Whether this awakening can sustain itself through the complex processes of institutional reform and electoral politics remains an open question that this book seeks to illuminate rather than definitively answer.

Acknowledgments

This work would not have been possible without the courage and sacrifice of countless young South Asians who took to the streets demanding justice, accountability, and fundamental change. Their willingness to face tear gas, rubber bullets, and live ammunition in pursuit of democratic ideals provides both the substance and the moral urgency of this study. Particular recognition must be given to those who paid the ultimate price: the more than 1,400 killed during Bangladesh's July Revolution, the 19 young protesters shot dead by security forces in Nepal, and the hundreds injured or detained across the region.

Invaluable documentation and analysis were provided by human rights organizations whose real-time reporting enabled this historical account. Amnesty International's detailed reports on government crackdowns in Nepal and Pakistan provided crucial casualty figures and testimonies. The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan's fact-finding reports on PTI protests offered essential documentation of state violence and restrictions on freedom of assembly. Human Rights Watch's coverage of Bangladesh's interim government period provided critical insights into post-revolutionary dynamics and ongoing challenges.

Academic institutions and research centers contributed essential analytical frameworks and primary source access. The International Crisis Group's comprehensive reports on Pakistan's political deadlock and Bangladesh's transition offered sophisticated policy analysis. The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace's examination of Sri Lanka's Aragalaya movement provided crucial comparative context for understanding regional protest dynamics. ResearchGate and SSRN platforms enabled access to cutting-edge scholarly analyses published in real-time as events unfolded.

Journalists and media organizations deserve particular recognition for their courage in covering these events under often dangerous conditions. Al Jazeera's investigative reporting on Sheikh Hasina's recorded phone conversations ordering lethal force against protesters provided shocking documentation of state violence. BBC News correspondents' on-ground reporting from Nepal during the height of violence offered eyewitness accounts of government crackdowns. The Daily Star's cultural analysis of Bangladesh's revolutionary art and literature captured dimensions of the movement often missed by purely political coverage.

The limitations of this work must be acknowledged, particularly regarding ongoing events as of the September 10, 2025 publication date. Nepal's political situation remained fluid following Prime Minister Oli's resignation, with the military maintaining order and uncertainty surrounding future governance arrangements. Pakistan's PTI movement continued its protests demanding Imran Khan's release, with new developments emerging regularly. Bangladesh's interim government under Muhammad Yunus faced mounting pressures around constitutional reform and election timelines. These dynamic circumstances mean that some conclusions presented here may require revision as events continue to unfold.

Additionally, language barriers and security constraints limited access to certain primary sources, particularly vernacular social media content and testimonies from protesters in remote areas. The digital divide that affects rural populations across South Asia means that movement documentation inherently skews toward urban, educated participants with internet access. Efforts were made to incorporate diverse voices through secondary sources and regional reporting, but these limitations should be kept in mind when evaluating the comprehensiveness of the analysis.

Finally, the author acknowledges the inherent challenges of writing contemporary history while events remain unresolved. The temporal proximity to these movements enables access to immediate sources and eyewitness accounts but limits the analytical distance necessary for definitive historical judgment. This work therefore should be understood as an initial scholarly attempt to understand these transformative events, contributing to ongoing academic and policy debates rather than providing final historical verdicts.

Dr Naim Tahir Baig

PDS&CE, Pakistan

September, 2025
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Introduction: The Rise of a Regional Youthquake
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In the early hours of August 5, 2024, as tear gas dissipated from the streets of Dhaka and the military helicopters of Bangladesh's fallen Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina disappeared into the Indian sky, a new chapter in South Asian political history began to unfold.¹ The student-led uprising that had consumed Bangladesh for weeks represented more than the dramatic end of a fifteen-year authoritarian rule—it marked the emergence of a phenomenon that would soon reverberate across the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) nations with seismic force. Within thirteen months, similar eruptions of youth-driven dissent would topple governments, challenge entrenched political elites, and fundamentally alter the trajectory of democratic governance across the subcontinent.

From the bustling campuses of Dhaka University to the social media-connected youth of Kathmandu, from the crowded streets of Islamabad to the post-Aragalaya activists of Colombo, a generation has awakened to its political power with unprecedented force and coordination. This introduction examines the rise of what can aptly be termed a "regional youthquake"—a seismic shift in South Asian politics driven by Generation Z and young millennials who have fundamentally challenged the established order through digital mobilization, anti-corruption demands, and calls for systemic democratic reform.

Defining the Phenomenon

The term "youthquake," originally coined by Vogue editor Diana Vreeland in 1965 to describe the cultural upheaval of the 1960s, has evolved far beyond its fashion industry origins to encompass "a significant cultural, political, or social change arising from the actions or influence of young people."² In 2017, Oxford Dictionaries selected "youthquake" as their Word of the Year, recognizing its relevance in describing youth-led political movements that had emerged globally, from Brexit protests in the United Kingdom to climate activism worldwide.³ However, the application of this concept to South Asia in 2024-2025 reveals unique characteristics that distinguish the region's youth movements from their global counterparts.

South Asia's demographic context provides the foundational understanding for this youthquake. The region houses the world's largest concentration of young people, with over 700 million individuals under the age of 24 spread across the eight SAARC nations.⁴ This massive youth bulge, comprising nearly 100,000 young people entering the labor market daily, represents both an unprecedented opportunity and a significant challenge for the region's political systems.⁵ The demographic dividend that economists had long predicted would drive South Asian growth instead became a powder keg of frustration as economic opportunities failed to materialize at the pace required to absorb this expanding youth population.

The South Asian youthquake of 2024-2025 distinguishes itself through several defining characteristics that differentiate it from both historical youth movements within the region and contemporary global youth activism. First, it exhibits a remarkable degree of regional interconnectedness, with movements in one country directly inspiring and influencing uprisings in neighboring nations. The July Revolution in Bangladesh served as a catalyst, with Nepali protesters explicitly citing Bangladeshi events as inspiration for their own September 2025 uprising.⁶ This cross-border solidarity represents a departure from the traditionally insular nature of South Asian political movements, suggesting the emergence of a shared regional identity among young people that transcends national boundaries.

Second, these movements demonstrate sophisticated digital coordination despite government attempts at suppression. Unlike previous generations of South Asian activists who relied primarily on physical mobilization and traditional media, the current youthquake has been characterized by creative use of social media platforms, encrypted messaging applications, and virtual private networks (VPNs) to maintain communication even under internet blackouts and social media bans.⁷ In Nepal, the government's ban on 26 social media platforms became a primary catalyst for protests, highlighting how digital rights have become intertwined with broader democratic freedoms in the minds of young South Asians.⁸

Third, the movements exhibit a distinctly anti-establishment character that goes beyond traditional party politics. From Bangladesh's Students Against Discrimination explicitly rejecting political party affiliations to Nepal's Gen Z protesters demanding the resignation of the entire political class, these movements represent a fundamental critique of existing democratic institutions rather than merely seeking to change governments.⁹ This systemic critique extends to what protesters term "nepo politics"—the nepotistic networks that have dominated South Asian governance for decades, with young people specifically targeting the wealthy lifestyles of politicians' children as symbols of broader inequality and corruption.¹⁰

The economic dimensions of this youthquake cannot be understated. Youth unemployment rates across SAARC nations have reached critical levels, with Nepal recording 20.8% youth unemployment in 2024 and Bangladesh facing the challenge of integrating approximately 2 million young people into the workforce annually.¹¹ These stark economic realities have created what development economists describe as a "demographic dividend turned demographic disaster," where the promise of a young, dynamic workforce has instead produced widespread frustration and social instability.¹²

Perhaps most significantly, the South Asian youthquake has demonstrated unprecedented success in achieving concrete political outcomes. Unlike many contemporary youth movements globally that have struggled to translate street protests into institutional change, South Asian young people have toppled governments, forced resignations of prime ministers, and compelled fundamental shifts in national political discourse within remarkably short timeframes. Bangladesh's Sheikh Hasina fell within eight weeks of the initial protests, while Nepal's K.P. Sharma Oli resigned just two days after violent clashes with Gen Z protesters.¹³

Theoretical Framework

To comprehensively understand the South Asian youthquake, this analysis draws upon multiple theoretical frameworks from social movement theory, comparative politics, and youth studies. The resource mobilization theory, first developed by John McCarthy and Mayer Zald, provides crucial insights into how these movements have leveraged digital technologies to overcome traditional barriers to collective action.¹⁴ Unlike previous generations of South Asian activists who required substantial organizational infrastructure to coordinate mass protests, today's youth movements have demonstrated remarkable efficiency in mobilizing large numbers of participants through decentralized digital networks.

The concept of "connective action" developed by W. Lance Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg offers particularly relevant theoretical grounding for understanding how South Asian youth movements have functioned without traditional hierarchical leadership structures.¹⁵ In Bangladesh, the Students Against Discrimination movement emerged through viral social media campaigns rather than formal organizational planning, with coordination occurring through WhatsApp groups, Facebook pages, and TikTok videos rather than traditional party structures. Similarly, Nepal's protests began through the nonprofit organization Hami Nepal but quickly evolved into a leaderless movement coordinated primarily through social media platforms.¹⁶
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